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We'd been in the house three weeks when Parker showed up at our door. He filled the entire frame, shoulders nearly touching both sides, still in gym clothes with a towel draped around his neck. The late afternoon sun was behind him and I had to squint up to see his face. When he extended his hand I took it and felt the difference between us in that grip, the way his fingers wrapped completely around mine, the casual strength in it.

"You guys settled in yet?" he asked, and before I could answer he was looking past me at Katie, who had come to stand in the hallway. "I'm Parker. Live down the street. This is gonna sound random but we do this thing on Sundays, kind of an open house situation. Football on the big screen, throw some stuff on the grill, people come and go. You two should swing by."

Katie nodded but didn't say anything, and I watched the color rise in her cheeks the way it always did when she was nervous.

"Nothing fancy," Parker continued. "Just a good way to meet everyone in the neighborhood. Cheryl's been asking about you since she saw the moving truck." He turned his attention back to Katie. "She's gonna love you. We need more women around to balance out all the testosterone."

He said it with this easy laugh, like he was letting us in on a joke, and then he clapped my shoulder hard enough that I had to shift my weight to stay balanced.

"Sunday. Anytime after noon. Seriously, just walk in. Door's always open."

Then he was down the steps and heading back up the street, calling something back about seeing us there, his voice carrying in the quiet of the neighborhood.

Katie closed the door and leaned against it.

"He's huge," she said.

I told her he used to play in the NFL. I'd looked him up after we'd seen him around the neighborhood a few times, found a couple of articles about his career getting cut short by injuries.

"Of course he did," Katie said, and there was something in her voice I couldn't quite read.

The next Sunday she started getting ready just after breakfast. I watched her go through her closet twice, pulling things out and putting them back, finally settling on a long navy dress that covered everything, flat shoes that added no height. She sat at the bathroom mirror for twenty minutes doing almost nothing to her face, just enough that she looked put together but not like she was trying. When she came out she asked if it was too much and I told her she looked perfect, which made her go back and check the mirror again.

We walked down just after noon. It was only three houses but Katie held my arm the entire way, her grip tight enough that I could feel her tension. The closer we got to Parker's place the louder it became, music and voices drifting from the back of the house, and by the time we reached the front walk I could see people moving around inside through the windows.

Parker had the door open before we could knock. He must have been watching for us because he came out onto the porch with his arms already spread, and he pulled me into a hug that lifted my feet off the ground for a second. When he set me down he turned to Katie and did the same thing, just scooped her up like she weighed nothing, and I saw her eyes go wide, her hands coming up to grab his shoulders for balance.

"There they are," he said, setting her down but keeping one hand on her shoulder. "Come on, everyone's dying to meet you."

Cheryl appeared in the doorway behind him, blonde and tan and smiling in a way that made her whole face light up. She moved past Parker and took Katie's hand without asking, pulling her into the house while telling her how glad she was we'd come, how she'd been hoping we'd show up early.

The house opened up once you got inside. The den stretched back with high ceilings and leather furniture arranged around a television that took up most of the wall. Glass doors stood open to a deck that ran the width of the house, and beyond that I could see a pool, the water bright blue and perfectly still. There were maybe fifteen people scattered between the den and outside, some on the couches watching the pre-game show, others standing around a pool table in the corner or out by a massive grill on the deck.

Parker moved us through the room with his hand on my shoulder, introducing us to people whose names I immediately forgot. He had this way of making it seem like we were the most important people there, like he'd been waiting all morning just for us to arrive. Every introduction came with some detail about the person, something that gave me a foothold in the conversation. This is Mike, he works in tech downtown, you two should talk. This is Jennifer, she's been in the neighborhood longer than anyone, knows everything. This is Dave, he'll drink you under the table if you let him.

He kept a beer in my hand from the moment we walked in. I'd take a few sips and suddenly he was there with a fresh one, taking the half-empty bottle and replacing it before I'd even thought about needing another. Cheryl did the same thing with Katie, staying close to her, drawing her into a conversation with two other women by the kitchen, making sure she always had a drink and someone to talk to.

I watched Katie from across the room. Her shoulders had dropped a little from where they'd been on the walk over, and she was nodding at something one of the women was saying, even smiling. Cheryl had her hand on Katie's arm in this casual way, like they'd known each other for years, and Katie didn't pull away from it.

Parker appeared next to me with his arm around my shoulders, steering me toward the deck to show me the grill setup he'd built himself. He walked me through the whole thing, the smoker attachment, the temperature gauges, the wood he used for different meats, talking about it like it was the most fascinating subject in the world. Two other guys were out there and Parker pulled me into their conversation without missing a beat, and suddenly I was talking about the game, about work, about the neighborhood like I'd been part of this group for months.

At some point in the third quarter I realized I'd lost track of Katie. I found her by the pool table, watching two guys play, and when she saw me she came over and stood close with her hand on my back. She looked different than she had that morning, color in her cheeks, eyes bright in a way that made her seem younger.

Parker saw us together and came over, threw an arm around both our shoulders, pulled us in tight against him. He announced to the room that this was the young couple who just moved in down the street and that everyone better get used to seeing us around on Sundays. People laughed and raised their drinks, and Katie turned her face into my shoulder, embarrassed but I could feel her smiling against my shirt.

We stayed until the game ended and people started filtering out. Parker and Cheryl walked us to the door, both of them hugging us again, Parker's hand lingering on Katie's shoulder as he told her how great it was to finally meet her, how Cheryl had been talking about her all week. Cheryl squeezed my arm and told us not to be strangers, that next Sunday we should come earlier, stay later.

The evening had gone cool and the street was quiet. Katie looped her arm through mine and held on tighter than she usually did, leaning into me as we walked.

"That was really something," she said after we'd gone a few steps. "Parker's just this huge presence, you know? So physical with everyone. So loud and just completely out there."

She paused and I could feel her working through her thoughts.

"I saw guys like him in college," she said. "But only from far away. Across the quad or at parties I never went to. Like a different species."

I told her I knew exactly what she meant. Parker was the kind of guy who seemed to exist in a different atmosphere than the rest of us, someone who'd lived a life I couldn't begin to imagine. I'd seen his type too, always at a distance, and I'd never thought I'd end up in one's living room drinking his beer and talking like we were old friends.

"But he made us feel so welcome," Katie said. "Both of them did. Like we'd known each other forever."

I agreed that they had.

"We're really lucky we ended up here," she said. "This is exactly what we need. We always just close ourselves off, stay home, avoid people. This could be really good for us."

She was right about that. We had a habit of retreating into just the two of us, turning down invitations, keeping the world at arm's length. This felt different. This felt like something we could actually do.

"I'm already looking forward to next Sunday," Katie said, and there was an edge in her voice I hadn't heard in a long time, something eager and almost electric.

I told her I was too.

We walked the rest of the way in silence, and when we got to our door Katie stopped and looked back down the street toward Parker's house. The lights were still on, voices and music carrying faintly in the dark.

"He's so different from you," she said, quiet enough that I almost missed it. Then she smiled and kissed my cheek and went inside.

I stood on the porch another moment, looking down at the lights from Parker's house, before I followed her in.

The second Sunday Parker opened the door before we were halfway up the walk. He came down the steps and pulled us both into hugs, telling us he was worried we weren't going to show, even though we were right on time. When he hugged Katie he lifted her off the ground again and kissed her on the cheek when he set her down, then looked at me with this big grin and said something about how he couldn't help himself, that she was just too cute. Cheryl came out behind him and laughed, swatted Parker on the ass, told him to stop making the new people uncomfortable. But she was smiling when she said it, and Katie was smiling too, her face red but not in that panicked way it had been the week before.

Inside, Katie didn't stay next to me the way she had last time. Cheryl asked if she wanted to help bring some things out from the kitchen and Katie went with her without looking back. I watched them disappear into the other room, heard their voices and laughter, and realized this was the first time I'd seen Katie voluntarily separate from me in a social situation since I'd known her.

Parker got me a beer and pulled me into a conversation with a couple of guys I remembered from the week before. The game was already on and people were settled into the rhythm of the afternoon, the easy back and forth of watching and talking and eating. At one point I looked over and saw Katie sitting on the arm of the couch on the other side of the room, talking to a woman I didn't recognize. She had a drink in her hand and she was gesturing as she spoke, animated in a way I rarely saw her.

Parker moved through the house like he was conducting it, making sure everyone had what they needed, jumping into conversations and then pulling out to check on someone else. He was physical with everyone, men and women both, always with a hand on a shoulder or an arm around someone, hugging and laughing and making a joke out of everything. I watched him with Katie throughout the afternoon. He'd walk by and tug her ponytail, or pull her up from the couch to introduce her to someone new, or lean down and say something in her ear that made her laugh and push him away. She didn't seem to mind any of it. If anything she seemed to lean into it, to wait for it.

On the walk home Katie talked about the people she'd met, the conversations she'd had, how much easier it had been this time. Then she started talking about Parker.

"He's just so physical with everyone," she said. "I've never been around someone like that. He's constantly touching people, hugging them, just right there in your space."

I said that seemed to be his way.

"And he's so big," she continued. "Like when he puts his hand on your shoulder you really feel it. He's just so present, you know? So powerful."

She kept going, kept coming back to him in different ways, talking about how he made everyone feel included, how he had this way of making you feel like you were the only person in the room when he was talking to you. I listened and didn't say much, just nodded when it seemed like she wanted me to. She talked about Parker the entire walk home, and when we got inside she was still talking about him, about something he'd said to her in the kitchen, about how Cheryl had told her that Parker had played for the Patriots before he got hurt. I finally had to change the subject just to get her to stop, and even then I could tell she wanted to keep going.

The third Sunday Parker had the door open before we knocked. He pulled me in first, the same bear hug as always, then turned to Katie. This time he put his hand around her waist and pulled her close, and before I could process what was happening he kissed her on the mouth. It was brief, barely a second, but it was on the mouth. Katie twisted back to look at me, her eyes wide and her mouth open in shock, but she was grinning at the same time. Parker was already talking, already moving us into the house, acting like nothing unusual had happened.

"I've got to show you something," he said to Katie, still holding her waist. "Come on, you're going to love this."

He led her through the den toward the back of the house, and I stood there for a moment before Cheryl appeared and handed me a beer and asked how my week had been. I answered but I was watching Katie disappear into another room with Parker's hand still on her waist.

I found them a few minutes later in what looked like a study or office. There was a painting on the wall, something abstract with bold colors, and Katie was standing in front of it on her tiptoes trying to get a better look. Parker was behind her, his hands on her waist, lifting her slightly so she could see it better. His hands looked enormous against her, his fingers nearly touching around her middle, and she had her own hands resting on his forearms to steady herself.

She was asking him questions about the piece, where he'd gotten it, who the artist was, and he was answering but I could tell she wasn't really listening. She kept leaning forward to look at different parts of the painting, kept adjusting her position, kept staying up on her toes even though she didn't need to anymore. His hands stayed on her waist the whole time.

I stepped into the room and neither of them pulled away. Parker just looked over at me and started explaining that he'd bought the piece a few years ago, that he'd remembered Katie mentioning last week that she worked at the art gallery downtown and he wanted to get her opinion on it. Katie was nodding, still up on her toes, still in his hands.

When she finally stepped back down Parker kept one hand on her waist and brought his other arm up around her shoulders and neck, pulling her tight against his side. He walked her across the room toward me like that, her body pressed against his, his arm holding her close. He was still talking about the painting, about how he didn't know much about art but he knew what he liked, and Katie was tucked under his arm looking small and almost fragile next to him.

When he got to me he turned her loose with a tap on her ass that was hard enough I heard it, and he told me I had a real gem here, that she knew her stuff. Then he reached out and tugged her ponytail, but he pulled it harder than he meant to or harder than she expected, and I saw her wince and bring her hand up to her head. Parker laughed and apologized, said he didn't know his own strength sometimes, and Katie laughed too but her eyes were watering a little.

The rest of the afternoon went the way the previous Sundays had, but I kept noticing the way Parker found reasons to touch her, to pull her close, to keep her in his orbit. Katie didn't seem to mind. If anything she seemed to gravitate toward him, to position herself where he could reach her.

When we were leaving Parker hugged us both at the door. He went to kiss Katie on the cheek the way he had been, but at the last second she turned her face and their mouths met. It was an accident, I could see that immediately from the way her eyes went wide and the way she pulled back, but it happened. She laughed and covered her mouth with her hand, her face going bright red, and Parker laughed too and said something about how these things happen. Cheryl rolled her eyes and told Parker to behave himself, but she was smiling when she said it.

On the walk home Katie was quiet. I tried to bring up the afternoon, the people we'd talked to, the game, but she gave short answers and didn't elaborate. She kept her arm through mine but she was looking straight ahead, not at me. When we got home she went straight to the bedroom and started changing out of her clothes, and I stood in the doorway and asked if she was okay.

"I'm fine," she said. "Just tired."

But she wouldn't look at me when she said it, and she didn't bring up Parker once the entire rest of the night.

Things started changing at home in ways I noticed but didn't comment on. Katie had always been reserved in bed, insisting the lights stay off, staying quiet, keeping to what we'd always done. But in the days after that third Sunday she started reaching for me differently. She wanted the lamp on. She pushed my head down between her legs one night and held it there, her fingers in my hair, her breath coming faster than I'd ever heard it. Another night after I'd finished and rolled off her she climbed on top of me before I'd even caught my breath, riding me until I was hard again, her hands braced on my chest and her head thrown back in a way that seemed like someone else entirely.

I didn't ask about it. Part of me was afraid that talking about it would make it stop.

She started dressing differently for Sundays too. The long conservative dresses and flats disappeared. She bought new things online, packages showing up at the door that she'd take straight to the bedroom. Shorter dresses that showed her legs, heels that changed the way she walked, makeup that took her twice as long to apply. I noticed the underwear too, lace things in colors she'd never worn before, laid out on the bed while she was in the shower getting ready. She'd stand in front of the mirror doing her hair for twenty minutes, curling it or pinning it up, experimenting with different styles like she was preparing for something important.

One Saturday a package came with a sundress inside, light blue with small flowers, cut shorter than anything else she owned. She held it up and asked what I thought and I told her it looked great. She tried it on immediately and stood in front of the mirror turning back and forth, checking herself from different angles, and I could see something in her face that looked like satisfaction.

The fourth Sunday we went over later than usual, after the game had already started. Parker answered the door with a beer in his hand and pulled us both inside, his arm around Katie's shoulders as he walked us through to the deck where everyone had gathered for the evening. The sun was going down and someone had turned on the patio lanterns strung along the railing, giving everything a warm glow. People were settled into Adirondack chairs arranged in a loose semicircle, and Parker was in the middle of telling a story about his rookie year, something about a prank in the locker room that had everyone laughing.

Katie went inside to refill the popcorn bowl and when she came back out Parker reached up without looking and caught her wrist. He pulled her down into his lap, still talking, not missing a beat in his story. She landed across his thighs with the bowl in her hands and she settled there, holding it while he reached in and grabbed a handful. His other arm came around her waist to steady her and she leaned back against his chest, adjusting herself to get comfortable.

I was sitting three chairs away and I watched her stay there for the entire story, through the punchline and the laughter that followed, through Parker starting another story about training camp. She wasn't tense or uncomfortable. She looked relaxed, natural, like this was something she did all the time. At one point she laughed at something Parker said and turned her face toward his, and they were close enough that I thought for a second they might kiss, but then she turned back and took a handful of popcorn for herself.

When Parker finally finished his stories she stood up and smoothed her dress down, and Parker's hand slid down her hip as she stepped away, casual and unhurried. Nobody else seemed to notice or care. Cheryl was refilling drinks and laughing at something someone had said, and the conversation had already moved on to something else.

Later I found them in the kitchen. Parker had Katie backed up against the counter, not aggressively but close, talking to her about something I couldn't hear. Then he reached up and pulled her hair back from her face with both hands, gathering it at the nape of her neck, and leaned down and kissed her on the mouth. It wasn't long but it wasn't brief either. Katie's hands came up to his chest and she rose up on her toes to meet him, kissing him back, and when they separated she was smiling.

Cheryl walked past them to get to the refrigerator and smacked Parker on the ass without saying anything, just a big smirk on her face, and Katie laughed and ducked under Parker's arm to get out from between him and the counter. Parker turned and saw me standing there and grinned, said something about how he couldn't help himself around my wife, that she was too sweet for her own good. Katie's face went red but she was still smiling, and she came over to me and took my hand and pulled me back out toward the deck.

On the walk home I brought it up. I told her things seemed different, that she seemed different, more comfortable with everything, with Parker especially. She denied it immediately, said she didn't know what I was talking about, but she was laughing when she said it. I pressed a little, mentioned the lap sitting, the kissing in the kitchen, and she slapped my arm and told me to stop.

"You're making it sound like something it's not," she said, but her face was flushed and she was still smiling.

I told her I wasn't making it sound like anything, just pointing out what I'd seen.

"Parker's just like that with everyone," she said. "You've seen him. He's physical. It doesn't mean anything."

I nodded but didn't say anything else. She kept her arm looped through mine and after a few more steps she let out a breath that might have been a laugh.

"Okay, maybe I am a little more comfortable," she admitted. "But that's good, right? That's what we wanted. To come out of our shells, be more social."

I agreed that it was good.

"I mean, he's harmless," she continued. "And Cheryl doesn't care. You saw her. She thinks it's funny."

We walked in silence for a moment and then she squeezed my arm.

"Are you bothered by it?" she asked, and there was something in her voice that sounded almost hopeful.

I told her I wasn't bothered, which was true in a way I didn't completely understand yet. She seemed satisfied with that answer and didn't bring it up again the rest of the way home.

Katie spent most of Sunday morning in the bathroom. I could hear the hair dryer running, then silence, then the dryer again. When she finally came out she was wearing the new sundress, the short blue one with flowers, and heeled cork sandals that made her taller than usual. Her makeup was done with more care than I'd seen before, eyes defined with shadow and liner, lips a shade darker than her natural color. I caught a glimpse of white lace when she bent to adjust the strap on her sandal and realized she'd worn the new underwear too, the set that had arrived in a package earlier in the week.

She looked at me like she was waiting for me to say something, but I just told her she looked nice and she seemed almost disappointed. We walked down to Parker's in silence, Katie checking her reflection in car windows as we passed.

Parker opened the door and stopped mid-sentence when he saw her. He let out a low whistle and told her she looked incredible, that he appreciated the effort, that she was going to be the best-looking woman there by a mile. Katie's face went red but she was smiling, and before she could respond Parker reached out and pushed his hand through her hair, gathering it in his fist. He pulled, not hard but firm enough that her head tilted back and she had to step forward to keep her balance. Her mouth opened in surprise and I saw her wince, her hands coming up to grab his wrist.

"Look at that," Parker said, looking at me but still holding her hair. "She likes it."

He laughed and pulled a little harder, and Katie made a small sound in her throat, somewhere between discomfort and something else. Then he leaned down and kissed her full on the mouth, not the brief peck he'd given her before but a real kiss, his mouth moving against hers. I watched her hands slide from his wrist to his chest, watched her rise up on her toes even though he was pulling her hair, watched her kiss him back. It lasted long enough that I started to feel like I should say something, do something, but I just stood there.

When Parker finally pulled back Katie's eyes were still closed for a second, her lips parted, and when she opened them and saw me standing there she looked almost startled, like she'd forgotten I was there.

Cheryl called something from the kitchen about needing help and Parker let go of Katie's hair. He kept hold of her hand though, threading his fingers through hers, and he led her through the house toward the back. I followed a few steps behind, still processing what I'd just watched, but neither of them seemed to notice. Cheryl was moving around the kitchen pulling things from the refrigerator and barely looked up when we came in.

Parker walked Katie straight through the den and out onto the deck where maybe a dozen people were already gathered, some in chairs, others standing by the railing. He didn't let go of her hand until they were in the center of the deck, and then he turned her to face everyone.

"Look at this," he announced, his voice carrying over the conversations. "Everyone stop what you're doing and look at Katie."

The talking died down and people turned to look. Katie froze, her smile faltering, but Parker kept going.

"Doesn't she look gorgeous? And this is a new dress. I can tell these things." He put his hand up over her head and twirled her around slowly like she was modeling it, and for a moment Katie went along with it, her smile coming back, even laughing a little as people called out compliments and whistled. Parker kept his hand up and spun her again, and this time when she came around her eyes found mine and something in her face shifted.

She pulled away from Parker and came straight to me, pressing herself against my side and wrapping both arms around one of mine, holding it tight against her chest. Her head went down and she wouldn't look at anyone, and I could feel her breathing fast against my arm.

"Okay, okay," Parker said, laughing. "I embarrassed her. My bad."

People went back to their conversations and Parker clapped me on the shoulder as he walked past, heading toward the grill. Katie stayed pressed against me, her face buried in my shoulder, and when I asked if she was alright she just nodded without looking up.

But as the afternoon went on she loosened up again. She let go of my arm and started moving around, talking to people, refilling drinks. And Parker kept finding her. I watched him track her movements across the deck, and every time she got close he'd reach out and pull her in. She'd laugh and try to dodge him but he was too quick, too strong, and she'd end up caught against his side or pulled onto his lap or backed up against the railing while he leaned down to talk to her.

"I can't help myself," he said at one point, loud enough that half the deck could hear. "She's just so cute. So delicious-looking."

He was grinning at me when he said it, like we were in on the joke together, and people around us laughed. Katie pushed at his chest but she was laughing too, and when she tried to walk away he caught her ponytail and pulled her back. She gasped and her hand went to her head, and Parker gathered her hair in his fist the way he had at the door and tilted her head back. She grimaced but she didn't fight it, and when he leaned down to kiss her she closed her eyes and lifted her face to meet him.

He kissed her long and deep, his free hand sliding down to the small of her back, pulling her closer. When he let her go he gave her ass a hard smack that echoed across the deck and sent her stumbling forward a few steps. She turned back to look at him with her mouth open, her face bright red, but she was smiling.

Parker came over and threw his arm around my shoulders, walking me toward the other end of the deck where a few guys were standing around talking about the game. He started telling them what a great wife I had, how lucky I was, how he'd noticed her the first Sunday we came over and knew right away she was special.

"Cheryl," he called across the deck. "I'm thinking about trading you in for Katie. You cool with that?"

Cheryl looked up from the conversation she was having and rolled her eyes, but she was grinning. "You couldn't handle her," she called back, and everyone laughed.

Parker squeezed my shoulder and told me in a lower voice that I really did have something special, that Katie was blossoming, that it was good to see. I nodded and took a drink from my beer and watched Katie across the deck, laughing at something one of the women had said, her hand unconsciously going to her hair where Parker had pulled it, smoothing it back into place.

That night Katie came to bed wearing the white lace underwear I'd seen her put on that morning, the bra cut low enough that I could see most of her breasts, the panties sitting high on her hips. She left the lamp on when she climbed onto the mattress, and that alone was different enough to make me pause. She moved up beside me and ran her hand down my chest, over my stomach, slipping under the waistband of my boxers without hesitation.

She kissed me once, her tongue sliding into my mouth in a way that felt practiced, confident, and then she moved down my body, pulling my boxers off as she went. When she took me in her hand and stroked, slow and deliberate, I tried to remember the last time she'd done this and came up empty. This wasn't something we did. This wasn't something she'd ever seemed interested in doing.

"Does it bother you?" she asked, her voice low and smooth, almost a purr. She was looking up at me from between my legs, her hand still moving, her thumb brushing over the head in a way that made my breath catch.

I asked what she meant.

"What Parker does to me," she said. She leaned down and kissed the inside of my thigh, then higher, her breath warm against my skin. "The way he touches me. Pulls my hair. Kisses me."

Her mouth moved closer and I felt her tongue flick out, just barely making contact, and my hips jerked without my permission. She smiled at that and did it again, slower this time, more deliberate. Then she took me in her mouth and I forgot what she'd asked.

She worked me with her tongue and lips, taking me deeper than I thought she could, pulling back to swirl her tongue around the tip before going down again. Her hand moved in rhythm with her mouth and I reached down to touch her hair, to hold onto something, but she pulled back before I could.

"I asked you a question," she said, and there was something playful in her tone, something teasing. She stroked me while she waited for my answer, keeping the pressure steady but not enough, not quite enough.

I told her I didn't know, that I hadn't really thought about it.

"You haven't thought about it?" she repeated, and she laughed, the sound low in her throat. "You've been watching him touch me all day. Watching him kiss me. Pull my hair. You've thought about it."

She leaned down and took me in her mouth again, deeper this time, and I groaned and tried to think of something to say, some way to answer that made sense. But how could I explain it when I didn't understand it myself? How could I tell her that yes, I should be bothered, I should be furious, but instead I was here in bed harder than I'd been in months while she did things she'd never done before?

She pulled back again, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, and crawled up my body to kiss me. Her tongue pushed into my mouth and I could taste myself on her, and she kissed me like she was trying to prove something, her hands on my face, her body pressed against mine. When she finally pulled away she was breathing hard.

"Cheryl told me something today," she said, settling back between my legs, her fingers trailing over my thighs. "She said some men like it. Like watching their wives with other men. Especially men who are more powerful, more successful. Alpha males, she called them."

She said it like it was the funniest thing she'd ever heard, and she laughed while her hand wrapped around me again, stroking in that same steady rhythm.

"I thought she was joking," Katie continued. "But she said Parker has all these stories from when he played. Things that happened with the team. Wives and girlfriends. She said it's more common than people think."

Her mouth came down on me again and this time she didn't pull back. She worked me with her tongue, finding a spot just under the head that made my whole body tense, and she focused there, swirling and sucking while her hand moved faster. I was getting close and she knew it, could feel it in the way my breathing changed, the way my muscles tightened. She slowed down just enough to keep me on the edge, her eyes flicking up to meet mine.

She pulled back just far enough to speak, her lips still brushing against me. "Are you one of those guys?" she asked, and she was smiling, like this was still a game, still a joke. "Do you like watching Parker take your wife? Manhandle me? Pull my hair and kiss me in front of everyone?"

I opened my mouth to answer but she went down on me again before I could form the words, taking me deeper than before, her throat working around me. The sensation was overwhelming and I tried to pull back, to warn her, but she held my hips down and kept going. When I came she didn't pull away, didn't hesitate. She swallowed everything, her throat moving against me, and even after I was finished she kept her mouth on me, her tongue gentle now, cleaning me, making sure she got every last drop.

When she finally pulled away and crawled back up to lie beside me, there was a look on her face I'd never seen before, something satisfied and almost smug. She curled into my side and put her head on my chest, her hand resting on my stomach.

"You didn't answer my question," she said, her voice quiet now, almost sleepy.

I told her I didn't know what the answer was.

She laughed softly and kissed my chest. "I think you do," she said. "I think you know exactly what the answer is."

She fell asleep like that, still in her white lace underwear, the lamp still on, and I lay there staring at the ceiling trying to figure out when everything had shifted, when the thing I should be fighting against became the thing I couldn't stop thinking about.

Katie was in the bathroom with the door open, leaning close to the mirror to apply eyeliner. I stood in the doorway watching her get ready, watching the care she took with each step, and I said something about how much effort she was putting in, that Parker was going to appreciate it.

She met my eyes in the mirror and smiled. "You love it," she said. "Admit it."

I didn't say anything for a moment, and she turned around to face me, the eyeliner pencil still in her hand.

"You do," she said, and she was grinning now. "You love that he pays attention to me. That he touches me."

I told her I didn't hate it, which made her laugh. She turned back to the mirror to finish her eyes, and when she was done she asked me to help her pick out what to wear. She held up two dresses, one a dark green that fell to her knees, the other a lighter material in cream that stopped mid-thigh. I pointed to the cream one and she nodded like she'd already known that's what I'd say.

When we got to Parker's house he opened the door and immediately scooped Katie up off her feet. She shrieked and grabbed his shoulders, and he carried her through the doorway like she weighed nothing. She looked back at me over his shoulder, grinning, her face flushed with excitement. Then, while I was still standing there watching, she turned back to Parker and kissed him on the mouth. Not waiting for him to initiate it, just leaning in and pressing her lips to his while he carried her through the entry and into the den.

I followed them inside and closed the door behind me. Cheryl was in the kitchen and she waved at me, asked how I was doing, told me to help myself to whatever I wanted. Parker set Katie down by the sliding doors to the deck but kept his arm around her waist, and she stayed tucked against his side while he talked to another couple who had just arrived.

Throughout the afternoon Katie moved around Parker's orbit like it was the most natural thing in the world. She brought him drinks without being asked, appeared at his elbow with a fresh beer when she noticed his was empty. At one point she came back from the kitchen and just sat down in his lap while he was in the middle of a conversation, settling herself across his thighs and leaning back against his chest. His arm came around her waist automatically and he kept talking like she'd always been there.

Nobody remarked on it. Nobody seemed to find it strange. The conversation continued around them and Katie stayed where she was, laughing at jokes, adding her own comments, completely comfortable.

Later I saw them on the couch together. Parker had said something to her that made her laugh, something quiet meant just for her, and she turned her face up to his and kissed him. It wasn't a peck or a quick brush of lips. She kissed him the way she kissed me, maybe the way she used to kiss me, her mouth open and moving against his. His hand slid up her back, under her hair, his fingers spreading across the back of her neck to pull her closer. They stayed like that for what felt like a long time, long enough that I looked away and then looked back and they were still kissing.

When they finally separated Katie's eyes stayed closed for a second longer, and when she opened them she saw me watching from across the room. She smiled at me, a lazy satisfied smile, and then stood up and smoothed her dress down and went to get herself another drink.

I found them in the kitchen later in the afternoon. Parker had Katie backed up against the counter, his body pressed against hers from behind. His hips were against her ass and I could see her pressing back into him, a slow deliberate movement that made Parker's hands tighten on the counter on either side of her, caging her in.

When Katie saw me standing in the doorway she laughed and said my name, said I had to save her, that Parker wouldn't leave her alone. But she was still pressing back against him while she said it, still moving her hips in a way that didn't look like she wanted to be saved at all.

Parker looked over his shoulder at me and grinned. "Your wife's a menace," he said. "Can't keep her hands off me."

Katie slapped his arm and tried to duck under it but he caught her around the waist and pulled her back, kissed the side of her neck while she squealed and pushed at him. When he finally let her go she stumbled over to me, her face red, breathing hard, and she took my hand and pulled me back out toward the deck.

"He's impossible," she said, but she was smiling when she said it.

We stayed until late, later than we usually did. The sun went down and the patio lights came on and people started filtering out in ones and twos. Parker walked us to the door when we finally left, his arm around Katie's shoulders the whole way. At the door he kissed her goodbye, a real kiss that lasted long enough that I looked down at my shoes and waited for it to be over.

On the walk home Katie was quiet but she held my hand, swinging our arms between us like a kid. When we got to our door she stopped and looked back down the street toward Parker's house. The lights were still on and I could see shadows moving behind the windows.

"This is okay, right?" she asked, not looking at me. "What's happening. It's okay?"

I told her it was okay.

She nodded and went inside, and I stood on the porch for another minute looking back at Parker's house before I followed her in.

We were in bed with the lights still on, both of us changed into sleeping clothes but neither of us sleeping. Katie was on her side facing me, her head propped on her hand, and I was on my back staring at the ceiling trying to figure out how to say what I needed to say.

"You're taking this pretty far," I said finally.

She laughed, a light dismissive sound. "How far would I really go?" she asked, like it was a rhetorical question, like the answer was obvious.

I turned my head to look at her. "I'm serious," I said. "I'm wondering how far this goes. Where it ends."

Her smile faded a little and she looked at me for a long moment, something shifting behind her eyes. Then she leaned in and kissed me, her hand coming up to cup my face. It was a deep kiss, her tongue sliding against mine, and when I tried to pull back to say something else she kissed me harder, her hand moving down my chest, under my shirt.

"Katie," I started, but she was already climbing on top of me, straddling my chest, her knees on either side of my shoulders. She was wearing one of my old t-shirts and nothing underneath, and when she moved up higher I could see everything.

She hovered over my face, close enough that I could feel the heat coming off her, and she ran her fingers through my hair, gripping it gently. "Shh," she whispered, and then she lowered herself just enough that I could taste her, just a brief contact before she pulled away again.

I tried to say her name but she did it again, longer this time, dragging herself across my mouth, and the words died in my throat. My hands came up to grip her thighs and she made a soft sound, encouraging, and lowered herself more fully onto my mouth.

She was already wet, wetter than I'd felt her in a long time, and when my tongue found her she gasped and her hips jerked forward. She steadied herself with one hand on the headboard and the other in my hair, and she started moving against my mouth in slow circles, rubbing herself on my lips and tongue.

I gave up trying to talk and focused on what she was doing, on the way she was using me. My tongue worked over her and she ground down harder, her breathing getting faster, little gasps and moans escaping her throat. She'd never made sounds like this before, never been this vocal, and it was doing something to me that made my whole body tense.

"Oh god," she breathed, and both her hands went to the headboard now, gripping it hard enough that I could hear the wood creak. She buried her face in her arms and rode my mouth harder, faster, chasing something I could feel building in the way her thighs trembled on either side of my head.

I gripped her hips and held her down, my tongue focused on the spot that made her cry out, and she started shaking in earnest now, her whole body vibrating with it. The sounds she was making got louder, higher, broken cries that filled the bedroom, and I thought about the neighbors, about whether they could hear her through the walls, but then she was coming and I stopped thinking about anything else.

Her orgasm hit her like something violent. Her back arched and she ground down on my face so hard I couldn't breathe, couldn't do anything but hold on while she shook and cried out and came all over my mouth. It went on longer than I thought possible, wave after wave of it, her hands white-knuckled on the headboard and her face still buried in her arms like she was trying to muffle herself but couldn't quite manage it.

When it finally subsided she collapsed forward, her forehead against the wall above the headboard, still straddling my face but motionless now except for the heaving of her chest as she tried to catch her breath. I could feel her thighs still trembling against my ears, little aftershocks running through her.

After a minute she climbed off me and fell onto the bed beside me, boneless and spent. Her face was flushed and her hair was stuck to her forehead with sweat. She turned her head to look at me and smiled, lazy and satisfied.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and she laughed at that, a breathless exhausted sound. She rolled onto her side and curled into me, her head on my chest, her hand resting on my stomach.

We lay like that in silence for a long time. I thought about bringing up the conversation again, about asking her the question I'd started with, but she was already breathing deep and slow, drifting toward sleep, and I realized the moment had passed. She'd made sure of that.

I stared at the ceiling and listened to her breathe and tried to remember what I'd been going to say, what line I'd been trying to draw. But it was getting harder to remember why that mattered, why any of it mattered, when this was what came home with us afterward.

She fell asleep against my chest and I stayed awake a while longer, the taste of her still on my lips, thinking about nothing and everything all at once.

Katie spent all morning getting ready. She showered for twice as long as usual, and when she came out she went straight to the closet and started pulling things out, holding them up, putting them back. She settled on a dress I'd seen her buy online the week before, dark red and fitted, cut low enough in front that I could see the swell of her breasts. The hem stopped high on her thighs.

She was doing her makeup when I came into the bathroom and told her maybe she should wear something a little less obvious, that she was making it pretty clear what this was about.

She turned from the mirror and looked at me for a second, then crossed the small space between us and kissed me hard, her hand dropping to the front of my jeans. She cupped me through the denim and squeezed, and I was already getting hard before she touched me.

"You're already thinking about it," she said against my mouth. "Already hard just thinking about what's going to happen."

She squeezed again and kissed me deeper, her tongue pushing past my lips, and when she pulled back she was smiling.

"Don't pretend you want me to tone it down," she said. She turned back to the mirror and picked up her lipstick. "We're past that."

At Parker's house the door was already open, music and voices coming from inside. We walked in without knocking and found Parker on the deck with a dozen people scattered around, some in chairs, others standing by the railing looking out at the yard. When he saw Katie he set down his drink and came straight to her, and she met him halfway, jumping up so he could catch her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck and kissed him before he could say anything, and he stumbled back a step, laughing, his hands under her thighs to hold her up.

"Someone's in a good mood," he said when she finally let him breathe.

She slid down his body until her feet touched the deck and grinned up at him. "I missed you," she said, which was strange because it had only been a week, the same as always.

Cheryl came over and hugged me, asked if I wanted a beer, and I followed her to the cooler while Katie stayed with Parker. When I looked back they were already absorbed in conversation, his hand resting on her lower back, her hand on his chest.

The afternoon passed the way the others had but with something turned up, something more obvious. Katie rode on Parker's back while he walked around the deck, her arms around his neck and her legs locked around his waist, and she was grinding against him while he talked to someone about work. I could see it in the way she moved, the way she pressed herself tight against his back, rubbing in slow deliberate motions.

Parker didn't seem to mind. He just reached back to adjust his grip on her thighs and kept talking like it was the most normal thing in the world to have someone's wife dry humping him in front of a crowd.

When he finally set her down she stayed close, her hands sliding over his shoulders, down his back, touching him constantly. She fed him chips from a bowl on the table, holding them up to his mouth while he ate from her fingers. Her other hand was on his stomach, then lower, then back up to his chest, always moving, always in contact.

At one point she sat in his lap facing him, straddling his thighs, and she leaned in close to say something in his ear. Whatever it was made him laugh and pull her tighter against him, and she shifted her hips forward in a way that made it clear what she was doing. His hands went to her waist, holding her there, and they stayed like that while the conversation continued around them, Katie moving in small circles on his lap, Parker's hands guiding her.

Nobody said anything. A couple of people glanced over but nobody seemed bothered by it. This was just what happened now, just part of the Sunday routine.

Later Katie was standing between Parker's legs while he sat in one of the deck chairs, and she was leaning back against him, his arms around her waist, his chin resting on her shoulder. She turned her head and kissed his neck, then his jaw, then found his mouth, and they kissed while his hands moved up from her waist to just below her breasts. She arched into him and made a small sound, something quiet but unmistakable, and when they finally broke apart she looked over at me and smiled.

I was standing maybe ten feet away, talking to someone about a game I wasn't watching, and I nodded at her like everything was fine, like I hadn't just watched my wife basically fuck Parker with her clothes on in front of half the neighborhood.

When it started getting dark and people began to leave, Katie didn't move from where she was pressed against Parker's side. Cheryl was cleaning up, carrying plates and bottles back to the kitchen, and she asked if I wanted to help. I followed her inside and we worked in silence for a few minutes before she spoke.

"She's really come out of her shell," Cheryl said, and there was something in her voice that might have been amusement or approval or both.

I told her Katie had always been shy, that this was new.

"Parker's good at bringing that out in people," she said. "He makes you feel like you can be whoever you want to be."

I nodded and kept loading bottles into the recycling bag.

"You're okay with it, right?" she asked, and she was watching me now. "All of this."

I told her I was okay with it, and she smiled and said that was good, that some guys wouldn't be but it was obvious I wasn't like that.

When we went back outside Katie and Parker were alone on the deck. Everyone else had gone. He was sitting in one of the chairs and she was in his lap again, her face buried in his neck, and his hands were on her thighs, pushing the hem of her dress higher.

Cheryl cleared her throat and they separated, Katie climbing off his lap and smoothing her dress down. Her face was flushed and her lipstick was smeared, and when she came over to me she took my hand and squeezed it hard.

We said our goodbyes and walked home in the dark. Katie was quiet but she kept hold of my hand, and when we got inside she pulled me straight to the bedroom without turning on any lights.

The following Sunday started the same way the last one ended. Katie in the bathroom for over an hour, the red dress replaced by something even shorter, a black skirt that barely covered her ass and a top that showed her stomach. When Parker opened the door he picked her up immediately and she wrapped herself around him, kissing him before he could get a word out.

I followed them through the house and out to the deck where people were already gathering. Katie stayed attached to Parker for most of the afternoon, always touching him, always pressed against him in some way. At one point I was standing by the grill talking to a guy whose name I'd forgotten when Parker appeared next to me and put his hand on my shoulder.

"Can I talk to you for a second?" he asked, and there was something different in his voice, something more serious than usual.

I followed him into the house, through the den and down a hallway to what looked like a home office. He closed the door behind us and leaned against the desk, crossing his arms over his chest.

"Look," he said. "I need to make sure we're on the same page here."

I asked what he meant.

"Katie," he said. "She's coming on really strong. Like, really strong. And I just want to make sure you're actually okay with all this, because it's starting to feel like maybe we should pump the brakes."

I opened my mouth to answer but nothing came out. What was I supposed to say? That I was fine with it? That I wasn't? Neither felt true and both felt true at the same time.

Parker watched me struggle for a second and then pulled out his phone. "Katie says you're cool with everything," he said. "She's been pretty clear about that actually."

He tapped at his screen a few times and then turned it toward me. Text messages. A whole conversation between him and Katie that I didn't know existed. I took the phone from him and scrolled up, seeing days of messages, maybe weeks. Little things at first, her thanking him for Sunday, him saying she was welcome anytime. Then it shifted. Her telling him she was thinking about him, him saying he was thinking about her too.

Then photos. Katie in our bathroom, standing in front of the mirror in a black bra and matching panties, her phone held up to take the picture. The caption read "Getting ready for you." Another photo, same location, but this time she was closer to the camera, her lips freshly painted red and puckered in a kiss, her eyes half-closed. "Can't wait to see you."

I scrolled further and found her telling him not to worry about me, that I was fine with everything, that I actually loved it. "He gets off on it," one message said. "Watching you touch me. Knowing what we're doing. It turns him on more than anything."

Parker's response: "You sure about that?"

Katie: "Positive. Trust me. He's different than you think."

I handed the phone back to Parker and told him she was right, that I was fine with it. The words came out flat and unconvincing but I didn't know what else to say. I couldn't admit that I'd had no idea they were texting, that I didn't know she was sending him photos, that she was telling him things about me I'd never said out loud.

"Okay," Parker said, and he looked relieved. "I just needed to hear it from you, man. Because she's incredible, and I'm not going to lie, I'm into this. But I'm not trying to blow up your marriage or anything."

I told him it was fine, that everything was fine, and I needed to get a drink. I left the office before he could say anything else and walked back through the den toward the kitchen. But I couldn't go outside yet, couldn't face Katie or anyone else, so I ducked into a room off the den that looked like a guest bedroom or maybe a storage space. I closed the door most of the way and left the light off and just stood there in the dark trying to get my head straight.

She'd been texting him. For weeks, apparently. Sending him photos from our house, from our bathroom, wearing things I'd seen her put on but never knew were meant for him. Telling him I loved it, that I got off on it, when I'd never actually said that to her, when I wasn't even sure if it was true.

But then I thought about the texts again, about what she'd written. That it turned me on. That I was different than Parker thought. And I couldn't deny that part, couldn't pretend I'd been suffering through the last few weeks when the truth was I'd been harder and more turned on than I'd been in years.

I heard voices in the den and footsteps moving toward the sliding glass door, and I pressed myself further into the dark corner of the room, not ready to go back out yet. Through the crack in the door I could see into the den, could see the back of the couch and part of the pool table. The voices faded as whoever it was went outside, and the room went quiet again.

I was about to leave when I heard the sliding door open and close again, and then Katie's laugh, bright and high. I froze and watched through the crack as she came into view, Parker right behind her.

They thought they were alone. The den was empty and everyone else was outside on the deck, voices and music carrying through the open sliding door. Parker backed Katie against the wall near the fireplace, the wall that faced away from the windows, and she was already reaching for him, pulling him down to kiss her.

I stood frozen in the dark room, my hand on the doorframe, watching through the gap. I should have made a sound, should have coughed or stepped out or done something to let them know I was there. But I didn't move. I just watched.

Parker kissed her hard and she responded the same way, her hands in his hair, her body arching up into his. He pulled back just enough to look at her and said something I couldn't hear, and she laughed and nodded, biting her bottom lip. His hand came up to her breast, squeezing through the thin fabric of her top, and she gasped and pressed into his palm.

They kissed again, slower this time, and his other hand slid down to her ass, gripping it hard enough that I saw her rise up on her toes. She made a sound, something between a moan and a whimper, and ground herself against his thigh. His hand moved under her skirt and she broke the kiss to breathe, her head falling back against the wall, her eyes closed.

She said his name. Just his name, quiet but clear enough that I heard it from where I stood. Parker kissed her neck, her jaw, and his hand kept moving under her skirt, and Katie's breathing got faster, her chest rising and falling in a way that made her breasts strain against her top.

Then she pushed at his chest, gently but firm, and he stepped back to give her space. She looked at him with this expression I'd never seen on her face before, something hungry and determined, and she dropped to her knees in front of him.

My breath caught and I felt my heart hammering in my chest. This was different from the texting, from the kissing, from everything else. This was crossing a line we'd never talked about, never agreed to, and I knew I should stop it, should step out of the room and say something, do something. But I couldn't move. I couldn't look away.

Katie's hands went to Parker's belt and she looked up at him while she worked it open, while she unbuttoned his jeans and pulled down the zipper. He was watching her with his hands at his sides, letting her do what she wanted, and when she pulled his jeans and boxers down enough to free him I saw her eyes widen slightly, saw her bite her lip again.

She leaned forward and kissed him there, just a soft press of her lips, and Parker's hand came down to rest on top of her head. She kissed him again, her mouth open this time, and then her tongue flicked out, tracing along the underside of his shaft in one slow movement from base to tip. Parker's head fell back and he made a sound low in his throat, and Katie smiled like she'd won something.

She rubbed her face against him, her cheek, her lips, nuzzling him like she was familiarizing herself with every inch. Her hand wrapped around the base and she stroked him once, twice, and then she opened her mouth and took him inside.

I watched her head move forward, watched her lips stretch around him, watched her take him deeper than I thought she could. She pulled back slowly, her tongue working against him, and then went down again, finding a rhythm. Her other hand came up to cup him below, and she worked him with her mouth and both hands, her head bobbing in steady motions while Parker's fingers tightened in her hair.

She pulled off to catch her breath and stroked him with her hand, looking up at his face, and she said something I couldn't hear. Whatever it was made him groan and his hips jerked forward, and she took him back in her mouth immediately, going deeper this time, taking him until I thought she might gag. But she didn't. She just kept going, kept working him with her tongue and lips and hands, and I could see Parker's thighs starting to tense, could see his breathing getting ragged.

Katie must have felt it too because she doubled down, moving faster now, her head bobbing harder, one hand pumping the base while her mouth took care of the rest. The sounds she was making were obscene, wet and desperate, and I felt myself getting hard watching her, felt a sick twist of shame and arousal that made my stomach clench.

Parker said her name, said it like a warning, but she didn't stop. His hand tightened in her hair and he tried to pull her back but she resisted, staying on him, and then his whole body went rigid. I saw the moment it happened, saw him try to hold back and fail, saw his hips buck forward as he came.

Katie didn't pull away. She stayed exactly where she was, her lips sealed around him, her throat working as she swallowed. Parker's hand was still in her hair and his other hand braced against the wall above her head, and he shook through what looked like the most intense orgasm I'd ever seen anyone have.

When he finally finished Katie stayed on him for another few seconds, her mouth still moving, her tongue cleaning him. When she finally pulled back she licked her lips and wiped the corner of her mouth with her thumb, and then she leaned forward and licked him one more time, base to tip, making sure she got everything.

She tucked him back into his boxers and zipped up his jeans, her hands gentle and careful, almost tender. Then she stood up and kissed him on the mouth, a soft sweet kiss that seemed completely at odds with what had just happened. Parker pulled her close and held her there, his forehead against hers, and they stood like that for a long moment without saying anything.

Then voices from outside got louder and Katie stepped back, smoothing her skirt down and checking her reflection in the dark window. She said something to Parker that made him laugh, and then she headed toward the sliding door and went back out to the deck like nothing had happened.

Parker stayed where he was for another minute, adjusting himself, running his hands through his hair. Then he followed her outside.

I stood in the dark room for a long time after they left, my heart still racing, my hands shaking. I was hard in my jeans and I felt disgusted with myself for it, disgusted and confused and more turned on than I'd ever been in my life.

When I finally came out of the room the den was still empty. Through the glass door I could see Katie on the deck, laughing at something someone said, a drink in her hand like it was any other Sunday. Parker was at the grill talking to Cheryl, and nobody looked at me when I stepped outside and grabbed a beer from the cooler.

Katie found me later and stood close, her hand on my arm, and asked if I was okay. I told her I was fine and she smiled and kissed my cheek and went back to her conversation.

We stayed another hour before heading home, and the whole walk back Katie talked about nothing important, about the food and the game and something funny Cheryl had said. She held my hand and swung our arms between us and acted like the afternoon had been perfectly normal.

When we got home she went straight to the bedroom and I followed her, and when she started to undress I stopped her and asked if there was anything she wanted to tell me.

She looked at me with wide innocent eyes and asked what I meant.

I opened my mouth to say it, to tell her what I'd seen, but the words wouldn't come. Because if I told her then I'd have to admit I'd watched, that I'd stood there and done nothing, that I'd gotten hard watching another man come in my wife's mouth.

So I told her nothing, and she finished undressing and climbed into bed, and I lay next to her in the dark wondering when everything had gotten so far away from me.

That night Katie came to bed and reached for me like she always did now, pulling me on top of her, wrapping her legs around my waist. She was urgent and demanding in a way she'd never been before all this started, telling me what she wanted, where to touch her, how hard. When I came she was right behind me, crying out loud enough that I thought about the neighbors again, and afterward she curled into my side breathing hard and smiling.

We didn't talk about the afternoon. She didn't mention Parker or what had happened in the den, and I didn't ask. I lay there listening to her breathing slow and even out, and I realized this was new territory we were in now. She was keeping things from me that I didn't know about until Parker showed me, the texts and photos, the things she'd been saying about me to him. And now I was keeping things from her too, the fact that I'd watched, that I'd seen everything and done nothing to stop it.

The thought sat heavy in my chest. We'd never kept secrets before, not real ones. We'd been the kind of couple who told each other everything, who didn't have separate lives or hidden corners. But that was over now. She had her messages with Parker that she hadn't told me about, and I had the image of her on her knees in front of him burned into my brain that I wasn't going to tell her about.

And underneath all of it was the sex. The way she was with me now, the things she wanted to do, the sounds she made. It was better than anything we'd had before, better than I'd thought sex could be. I should have been angry or hurt or ready to put a stop to all of this, but instead I was lying there hard again just thinking about it, about what I'd seen, about what might happen next.

Katie shifted in her sleep and her hand moved across my chest, and I stared at the ceiling and wondered how much further this could go before something broke. But even as I thought it I knew I wasn't going to be the one to break it. I was going to keep watching, keep pretending I didn't know, keep taking what came home with us afterward and telling myself it was fine.

I fell asleep eventually, and when I woke up in the morning Katie was already in the shower, getting ready for her day like nothing had changed at all.

The following week my boss called and told me I needed to go to Chicago for a client meeting. I'd leave Sunday around noon and be back Tuesday night, maybe Wednesday morning. When I told Katie she was quiet for a moment, and then she asked if I minded if she still went over to Parker's on Sunday.

I told her of course not, that she should go.

"Actually," she said, and she paused like she was thinking it through for the first time, "maybe I'll just stay over there. I mean, why come home to an empty house, right?"

I stood in the kitchen holding my coffee and tried to think of what to say. She was watching me with this careful expression, waiting for my reaction, and I knew what she was really asking. I knew what staying over meant.

I told her that made sense, that she should do whatever she wanted.

She smiled and kissed me on the cheek and went back to scrolling through her phone, and I stood there wondering if I'd just given permission for something or if permission had stopped mattering a while ago.

Sunday morning I packed my bag for Chicago while Katie packed hers for Parker's house. I watched her move between the closet and the bed, selecting things with more care than she'd ever taken packing for a trip with me. She laid out three different outfits on the bed, held them up one at a time, put two back and kept the third. A dress I'd seen her wear to Parker's before, dark green and short, the kind that showed everything when she moved.

She went to her underwear drawer and pulled out matching sets, lace in black and red and white, and laid them next to the dress. Then she went to the drawer where she kept things she never wore, the stuff that came in gift sets or that she'd bought years ago and forgotten about, and pulled out a satin camisole and shorts set in pale pink. I'd never seen her wear it. At home she slept in old t-shirts and cotton shorts, comfortable shapeless things that she'd had since college.

But she was packing the pink satin set now, folding it carefully and placing it in her overnight bag.

She packed makeup, the full array of everything she owned, brushes and palettes and tubes I didn't know the names of. She packed the perfume I'd bought her for her birthday, the expensive one she saved for special occasions. She packed a curling iron and hairspray and the little bag of products she used when she wanted her hair to look perfect.

I finished packing my own bag in ten minutes and sat on the edge of the bed watching her. She was taking her time, considering each item, making sure she had everything she needed. At one point she went into the bathroom and came back with a strip of pills, her birth control, and tucked it into the side pocket of her bag. She saw me watching and didn't say anything, just zipped the pocket closed and moved on to the next thing.

When she was finally done she stood back and looked at the bag like she was making sure she hadn't forgotten anything. Then she looked at me.

"This is okay?" she asked. "Me staying over there?"

I told her it was okay.

"You're sure?"

I nodded and she came over and sat on my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck. She kissed me soft and slow, and when she pulled back she rested her forehead against mine.

"I love you," she said. "You know that, right?"

I told her I knew.

She kissed me again and then stood up and grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. She checked her phone and said Parker was expecting her in twenty minutes, that she should get going. I told her I'd drop her off on my way to the airport and she hesitated for just a second before agreeing.

We loaded both our bags into the car and drove down the street in silence. When we got to Parker's house I pulled into the driveway and put the car in park. Katie sat there for a moment with her hand on the door handle, not moving.

"Have a good trip," she said finally. "Text me when you land."

I told her I would.

She leaned over and kissed me one more time, and then she got out and grabbed her bag from the back seat. I watched her walk to the front door, watched the way her hips moved in the dress, the way she'd styled her hair to fall loose down her back. The door opened before she knocked and Parker was there, bigger than ever in the frame, and when he saw her his whole face lit up.

He took her bag from her and said something I couldn't hear, and Katie laughed and stepped inside. Parker's hand went to her lower back, guiding her through the doorway, and just before the door closed I saw her look back at me one last time.

Then the door shut and I sat there in the driveway with the engine running, staring at the closed door, before I finally put the car in reverse and drove away.

I remained in the car after Katie got out, my hands on the steering wheel, the engine still running. She walked up the front path with her overnight bag over her shoulder, and before she reached the door it opened. Parker must have been watching for her.

He stepped out onto the porch and I saw his face change when he got a full look at her. He said something I couldn't hear and Katie stopped, set her bag down, and did a slow turn for him, her arms out to her sides like she was modeling the dress. When she came back around to face him she was smiling, and Parker was shaking his head like he couldn't believe what he was seeing.

He came down the steps and picked up her bag, and Katie followed him back up to the door. Before they went inside she turned to look back at me one more time, gave a small wave, and I raised my hand off the steering wheel in response.

Then she turned back to Parker and reached up to put her arms around his neck. She rose up on her toes in those heels and pulled him down to kiss her, and he wrapped one arm around her waist while the other hand held her bag. They kissed there in the doorway, her body pressed against his, and I watched him walk her backward into the house without breaking the kiss. His foot came up and kicked the door shut behind them, and Katie disappeared from view still hanging from him, her face tilted up, her mouth on his.

The door closed with a solid sound that I could hear even from the driveway. I sat there staring at it, at the closed door, at the house that had swallowed my wife, and then I put the car in reverse and backed out onto the street.

I drove to the airport with the radio off, the silence in the car pressing down on me. My flight wasn't for another two hours but I couldn't sit in that driveway anymore, couldn't stay in the neighborhood. I parked in long-term parking and sat in the car for another twenty minutes before I finally got out and grabbed my bag and headed for the terminal.

I got to the hotel around eight and went straight to my room. The meeting wasn't until Monday morning so I had nothing to do but sit there and think about Katie at Parker's house, about what might be happening, about what I'd watched happen in the den the week before.

By ten o'clock I couldn't take it anymore. Ten was when she'd normally be walking home from Parker's on a regular Sunday, when she'd be coming through our door and kicking off her shoes and telling me about her day. But she wasn't coming home tonight.

I picked up my phone and texted her. Just a simple message asking how things were going, if she was having fun. I set the phone on the nightstand and turned on the TV, flipping through channels without watching any of them.

After fifteen minutes I checked my phone. Nothing.

I texted again. Asked if everything was okay, if she wanted me to call. I tried to keep it casual, like I wasn't sitting in a hotel room hundreds of miles away imagining what she might be doing.

Another twenty minutes passed. I got up and paced the small room, looked out the window at the parking lot below, sat back down on the bed. Picked up my phone and saw no new messages.

I texted a third time. Just her name and a question mark.

The TV droned on in the background. I muted it and the silence in the room felt enormous. I checked my phone again. Still nothing.

It was almost eleven now. On a normal Sunday she would have been home for an hour, would have showered and changed into her sleeping clothes, would be curled up next to me on the couch or already in bed. But tonight she was at Parker's house in that dark green dress, or maybe not in the dress anymore, maybe in the pink satin camisole set I'd watched her pack, or maybe in nothing at all.

I tried to think about something else. Pulled up work emails on my phone and scrolled through them without reading. Turned the TV back on and flipped channels again. Checked the time. Eleven fifteen.

Then my phone buzzed in my hand and I almost dropped it.

It was Katie. I answered before the first ring finished.

"Hey," she said, and her voice was strange, quieter than normal, like she was trying not to be heard. "I just wanted to check in. Let you know everything's fine."

I asked where she was, what she was doing.

"At Parker's still," she said. "It's been fun. It's always fun here, you know that."

I could hear something in the background, music maybe, or the TV. I asked if people were still there, if the Sunday gathering was still going.

"No, everyone left a while ago," she said. "It's just me now."

Just her. I sat up straighter on the bed and asked where Parker and Cheryl were.

"Parker's here," she said, and there was a pause. "Cheryl had to go deal with something. Family thing. Her mom or sister, I don't remember. She left right after dinner."

I felt something cold settle in my chest. I asked when Cheryl left.

"I don't know, maybe seven? Eight?" Katie's voice was still that strange quiet whisper, and I could hear her breathing, a little faster than normal. "It's fine though. Parker and I have just been hanging out. Watching a movie."

I asked if she'd known Cheryl was going to be gone.

The pause was longer this time. "I mean, she mentioned it might happen. That she might have to leave. But I wasn't sure."

She'd known. She'd packed her bag and gotten in the car and let me drop her off knowing she'd be alone in the house with Parker. The thought should have made me angry but instead I just felt numb, distant, like I was watching this happen to someone else.

I asked what she was doing right now.

"Just talking to you," she said, and she almost laughed. "Why are you asking so many questions?"

I told her I just wanted to make sure she was okay.

"I'm fine. Everything's fine. I should probably—" Her voice cut off and I heard her inhale sharply, a sudden intake of breath that sounded like surprise or something else.

I said her name.

"I'm here," she said, but her voice was different now, higher, tighter. "I just—I need to go. I should go."

I asked why, what was wrong.

"Nothing's wrong. I just need to—" She made a sound, something caught in her throat, and her breathing got faster. "I have to go. Right now. I'll call you tomorrow."

I said her name again, asked her to wait, to talk to me.

"I can't," she said, and her voice was barely above a whisper now. "I really can't. I have to—ah!—“

The last part came out as a gasp, and then there was a sound that went straight through me. High-pitched and breathy, a cry that started low and climbed higher, the kind of sound I'd heard her make in our bed when she came, but louder, more desperate, uncontrolled.

Then the line went dead.

I sat there with the phone pressed to my ear, listening to silence, and then pulled it away to look at the screen. Call ended. I stared at it for a long moment and then set it down on the nightstand.

The hotel room was quiet except for the muted TV flickering in the corner. I lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, and in my mind I could see her at Parker's house, could see him finding her while she was on the phone with me, could see what happened next even though I wasn't there to watch it this time.

I closed my eyes and the sound of her cry played again in my head, and I knew I'd hear it every time I closed my eyes for a long time after this. The sound of my wife coming for another man while I was hundreds of miles away in a hotel room, alone in the dark, having given permission for something I'd never said yes to out loud but had agreed to in every way that mattered.

I didn't try to call her back. I didn't text. I just lay there in the silence and let the weight of what I'd done settle over me, and somewhere in the dark I finally admitted to myself what Katie had known all along.

She was right. I did love it.
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